The N-V center is a product of irradiation and annealing processes in diamond crystals containing nitrogen [3] and exhibits a zero-phonon line at 637 nm assigned by uniaxial stress measurements [4] to an 2 E electricdipole transition at a site of trigonal symmetry. It consists of substitutional-nitrogen-vacancy pairs oriented along equivalent (111) directions, and exhibits triplet spin resonance which was first attributed to a metastable excited state [5] because it required optical illumination in the N-V absorption band. This conclusion and even the existence of a metastable state was challenged recently in a series of papers reporting hole burning [6] , optically detected magnetic resonance [7] , and Raman heterodyne experiments [ Additional work [7, 8] was also consistent with this as- [10] , and for the scheme of Fig. 1(b) yields the following polarization: The observed spectrum is presented in Fig. 3(a) Fig.  4(a) . A second, separate set of decay measurements, in which the disappearance of optically enhanced signals was observed after blocking illumination, is shown in Fig. 
4(b).
The EPR measurements clearly establish in the most Fig. 4(b) .
The low-temperature behavior follows the exponential behavior characteristic of a two-phonon Orbach process [12] . 
